Immunization with the HBV core 18-27 epitope elicits CTL responses in humans expressing different HLA-A2 supertype molecules.
The human leukocyte antigen (HLA)-A2 restricted HBV core 18-27 epitope is immunodominant in the context of HLA-A2.1 and subdominant in the context of the other HLA-A2 supertype molecules, as defined by frequency of recognition by memory cytotoxic T lymphocyte (CTL) responses from acute hepatitis B virus (HBV) patients, and on the basis of its binding affinity to purified HLA molecules in vitro. Herein, we show that immunization with a lipopeptide containing HBV core 18-27 epitope induces CTL responses in patients expressing different HLA-A2 supertype molecules, with indistinguishable frequency and magnitude. No difference in responses was noted between patients expressing either one or two different HLA-A2 supertype molecules. Thus, complexes of HBV core 18-27 bound to different HLA-A2 supertype alleles do not appear to act as altered peptide ligands, and do not cross antagonize CTL responses. These results substantiate the immunological relevance of the HLA supertypes concept, and illustrate its potential usefulness for the development of vaccines.